Abstract -The milk/solid feed intake pattern and digestive capacity were compared in two groups of young rabbits reared between 16 and 32 days in litters of four (L4 group, n = 18 litters) or ten pups (L10, n = 20) in order to modulate milk availability. Compared to the L4 group, rabbits in the LIO group presented a lower milk intake (22.3 versus 28.8 g-day-1 ) and a higher solid feed intake (12.9 versus 8.0 g-day-1 ) between 16 and 32 days of age. Live weight and weight gain were significantly lower in the L10 (-15 %) than in the L4 group from 22 until 42 days. No significant difference was observed among the two groups for post-weaning digestibility and for the intraluminal specific or total activities of amylase and maltase. The total intraluminal activity (pool of enzyme) of amylase and maltase doubled between weaning (32 days) and 42 days. At weaning, the specific activity of amylase was similar in the jejunal and ileal segments (8.5 AU-g-1 ). From 32 to 42 days, the specific amylase activity doubled in the jejunum, while it remained steady in the ileum. The intraluminal specific maltase activity did not significantly change between 32 and 42 days, while it was twice as high in the jejunum compared to the ileum (3.5 versus 1.8 pmoles hydrolysed maltosei-g-1 , respectively 
days of age) have been related to the intake pattern (quality and quantity) and maturation of the digestive process [ 17, 19] . More [5, 16] . An earlier intake of solid feed may improve such maturation and may result in a decreased post-weaning mortality [24] .
However, the effect of a change in the intake pattern on the maturation of digestive enzymes is only slightly documented [15] .
For instance, the intake behaviour of the rabbit before weaning has mainly been documented for milk but not for solid feed [20, 26] . However, the maturation of enzyme secretion implicated in glucidic digestion, according to age and starch feed intake, have been mainly obtained for the pancreas [2, 7, 12, 13, 22] . But [7] , and was expressed as the amylolytic activity unit 'AU' ' min'''g ' ' fresh content (specific activity) or per gram total segment collected (total activity). AU was the quantity of enzyme which hydrolysed 1 mg of starch at 37 °C. The maltase activity was determined according to the procedure of Dahlqvist [9] , and was expressed in (imoles hydrolysed maltose-min-I -g fresh content (specific activity) or per total segment collected (total activity). Following Shields et al. [29] and Kelly et al. [18] , we adopted two types of expression. Specific activity was considered as a qualitative indicator of the intraluminal potential of hydrolysis of a substrate. Total activity corresponded to the pool of enzyme activity present in a segment, and could be assimilated to the intestinal hydrolysing capacity of a substrate.
Statistical analyses
The results were subjected to analysis of variance according to the general linear model procedure of the Statistical Analysis System [28] . Data 
AU-G -I content,figure 3).
A similar specific activity of maltase was observed for 32-or 42-day-old rabbits, but was twice as high in the jejunum than in the ileum segment (P < 0.01).
When expressed as total activity (table III) , the pool of amylase and maltase almost doubled (in the jejunum and ileum, P < 0.01) between 32 and 42 days of age. With respect to the intestinal segment, the total activity of maltase and amylase also doubled between the jejunum and the ileum. Obviously, it was related to an increase in the intraluminal fresh content, which doubled for the ileum (3.46 g versus 7.11 g, P < 0.01) while it increased by only 32 % for the jejunum (1.23 g versus 1.81 g, P < 0.10).
DISCUSSION
Until the age of 16 days, the rabbit exclusively consumed milk, and began to eat some pellets of solid feed between 18 and 20 days of age (a mean of 2 g-day-I -rabbit-').
A previous report [24] This modulation in the milk/solid feed intake ratio did not seem to affect the overall post-weaning feed digestion. More particularly, the degradation of the glucidic fraction (NNCC, mainly starch and simple saccharides) in the whole tract (intestinal + microbial digestion) was almost complete as previously reported [4, 11, 17] . Similarly, the feeding behaviour before weaning did not affect the post-weaning intestinal capacity to degrade starch or maltose, either estimated through the intraluminal (jejunum or ileum) specific or total activity of amylase or maltase. This was consistent with Corring et al. [7] who reported that the pancreatic amylase level was not affected by a shorter sucking period (until 21 [3, 23] . Therefore, the development of maltase activity would be mainly controlled by ontogenic factors rather than by nutritional factors. We observed, however, a lower maltasic activity in the lumen of the ileum compared to the jejunum. This was in agreement with the results of Dojana et al. [13] , obtained for the ileal and jejunal mucosa. This was also confirmed for the relationship between measurements of maltase in the lumen and in the mucosa of the small intestine.
In conclusion, a change in the milk/solid feed intake pattern before weaning did not lead to major changes in the post-weaning digestive capacity. We confirmed that starch digestion sharply increases during the two post-weaning weeks, although the specific maltase activity evolved independently of age. Further investigations are now necessary to specify the impact of nutrient intake before weaning (particularly the available carbohydrate/fibre ratio) on the digestive system development and nutrient digestibility.
